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Audience comprised of ~300 attendees including synthetic plastics/fiber manufacturers, their suppliers & users of product, mostly PET & nylon, as well as other man-made plastics (polypro, acrylics, acetates). A minority of participants represented mills that use natural fibers.  SYFA membership ranges from well-head to end-specifier., including BP, Nan Ya, Unifi, Invista, Dupont, Guilford Mills, Interface, InterfaceFABRIC, Miliken, Ford, Patagonia, Valdese Weavers, Goulston Technologies, Pulcra, Fiber Surfaces Group, Spectrum, Also represented are various colleges, HueMetrix, NC Solar Center, SustainableNC, Akra, Becker, Association Contract Textiles, etc.  Markets represented include apparel, automotive, commercial interiors, upholstery, technical textiles, etc.  Most attendees have some effort in place to improve environment, though sustainability is not a stated current objective.
Clothing Matters--A Venture in Economic, Ecological Electives: 
Eco-Friendly Fashion & Promotional Apparel since 1996

(Slide #1)  I thank you for your contributions to this conference, and preface my delivery with humble admission that my lack of knowledge in synthetics is matched by a genuine interest in the industry’s capacity to help our society realize a sustainable future. 
Having represented and retailed over 15 manufacturers of sustainably manufactured apparel since 1996, I probably hold the record for practicing the process of connecting people with sustainably manufactured apparel--showing and selling the largest and most diversified collection of it. 
I hope to plug my experience and whatever expertise I have into collaborations with those interested in moving confidently, with fascination, into a brilliant and sustainable society. 
(#2)  Who is Clothing Matters?  Clothing Matters is (#3) one person’s passion for how nature works and a desire to improve the quality of life (#4) channeled into a uniquely experiential retail venture that provides people with everyday economic electives in the up close and personal arena of apparel.  
(#5) Clothing Matters hosts a microcosm of society, having cultivated a clientele of diverse, discerning, and deserving people who know enough to care and care enough to know more about how good clothing gets. 

(#6)  What is Clothing Matters?  Clothing Matters is (#7) a business informed by the tenet that personal, social, and ecological well-being are aligned

(#8) Clothing Matters is a world-class collection of highest quality, sustainably manufactured apparel (SMA) that has survived and thrived since 1996, against a host of disadvantages including location in one of the nation’s most economically challenged states, and a test market city of the Midwest, without the obvious advantage of visibility.
With a long and rich history as what is likely the largest collection of SMA in the country; our collection is comprised primarily of blends—hemp, organic cotton, soy, bamboo, wool, tencel, and silk. Clothing Matters is well-positioned to inform and inspire development in the industry of sustainably manufactured apparel; the business is sometimes referred to as a small giant due to what we have accomplished. But Clothing Matters is a very small business; it is ironic that we are here to present a retail perspective in WalMart’s place. I’m grateful for this opportunity and hope to inform, inspire, invite and delight some of you.
(#9)  Why Clothing Matters?/ some History
In 1970, an 8th grade Biology teacher failed to field my request for consideration of how our class could address the circumstances contributing to the stinking suffocation of the small lake at the bottom of our school property, caused by large amounts of fertilizers applied to surrounding lawns.    

In 1987, after 10 years as an educator in environment and design, I returned to MI from Nantucket Island where I’d lived a life and livelihood intimately tied to the sea. I was sobered to hear a local radio station warn listeners not to make direct contact with the water in the Grand River running through the land we called home.
In response to these and other realizations, I developed a program titled Interplay to help people recognize connections between personal, social and ecological well-being. Consulting with non-profits and businesses throughout the US, as well as Japan, Sweden, and the Caribbean, I facilitated Interplay workshops to hone the skills of critical thinking, inquiry, and interpretation of information. Interplay exercises elicited brilliance and ingenuity from participants of all ages and backgrounds who accepted the invitation to recognize connections between ourselves and nature--connecting personal, social, and ecological well-being. The Interplay experience demonstrated that people do care, and respond infectiously to opportunities for being part of the solution. 
(#10)  In 1994 while living in MN, I attended a conference titled: Redefining Progress: Changing the Nature of Business. Keynoting was Paul Hawken, whose book, Ecology of Commerce (1993), had recently catapulted me into an epiphany of understanding and appreciation for the role that business could play in leading our culture toward a sustainable future through restorative action. 
(#11) Hawken’s sensibility was stirring, clearly pointing out in 1993 that “While much of our current environmental policy seeks a balance between the needs of business and the needs of the environment, common sense says there is only one critical balance and one set of needs: the dynamic, ever-changing interplay of the forces of life”.  “A restorative economy”, he wrote, (#12) “unites ecology and commerce into one sustainable act of production and distribution that mimics and enhances natural processes”.  I accepted Hawken’s proposal for (#13)  a “newborn literacy of enterprise that acknowledges that we are all here together, at once, at the service of and at the mercy of nature, each other, and our daily acts.” 

(#14) In 1996, I led a trip for the Science Museum of Minnesota to Sweden, surveying the country’s best sustainable practices. We met and worked with Dr. Karl-Henrik Robert of the Natural Step. The Natural Step revealed the ways of nature and a set of systems conditions, which might be called the non-negotiable standards of sustainability, to help inform and guide decisions to improve the quality of life. The Natural Step process elicited surprising consensus among business, environment, and social interest groups. 

(#15)  The Natural Step is dedicated to recognizing the systems conditions necessary for sustaining and propagating life, and (#16) discouraging substances that cannot be taken up and incorporated by the normal metabolic processes of cellular life. The (#17)  Natural Step Systems Conditions reveals the critical nature of cyclical processes vs. linear processes which are, by function and definition, limited and short-lived. This logic is most familiar to our society in the terms: Reduce, Reuse, and Recycle.  
Paul Hawken introduced the Natural Step in the US.  I remember meeting with him after 17 days of his travel to work with some large corporate players (including some represented here today). “What was the most interesting and rewarding piece of it all?” I asked. Without hesitation, he answered that the highlight was working with the heads of department of a major chemical corporation, to look at  (#18) “the similarity in structure and function between human and plant cells, and how our selection and management of substances affect their capacity to support conditions necessary for sustaining life”. 
(#19)  I don’t believe it’s good business to grow unsustainable crops for apparel. Clothing Matters was conceived with the realization that  (#20)  cotton is the most water intensive and heavily treated crop in the world with carcinogenic pesticides. Marketed and sold to generations as “the fabric of your life”, it is rather a “comfort zone” that has plagued us with unchecked contamination of our water, soil, and ourselves; (#21) we live in an ecosystem. Our subsidized love affair with cotton has allowed for the pervasive and indiscriminate consumption of apparel and other products that deteriorate the quality of life.  
(#22) Shocked by the truth about cotton and daunted by the world unaware, I thought: somebody ought to do something.  I researched further, and discovered hemp--among the most sabotaged of all God’s creations, despite an amazing history as food, fuel and fiber for 1000’s of years.  I found the fabric to be very appealing and invested $400 into the best quality of hemp clothing I could find, to put to my best test. People took notice, and wanted to wear it; the drape, breath-ability, and character of this temperature versatile fiber sold itself. Suddenly, I was “in business”, with no prior knowledge of or interest in retail or the apparel industry. 
(#23) I was equally intrigued to learn that hemp fiber could be used to create polymers that outperform fiberglass, styrofoam, and other plastics. (#24)  Industrial hemp is an agricultural crop with what is perhaps an unrivaled  sustainability factor—capable of self-propagating in an extensive range of climates without pesticides or irrigation; rapidly renewable--producing 4 X’s the biomass as forests; with unrivaled erosion prevention capacity; great host to biodiversity; and 25  producing a fiber that is naturally resistant to wear, mold, fire, and warp, among other impressive properties. 
(#26) As a retailer sold on the comfort of natural fibers and selling these enthusiastically to end-users for 12 years, I realize we can not depend on agriculture to produce the amount of clothing people consume. 
(#27)  In recent responses to requests for immediate fulfillment of product, I explain that since the world has wakened to the bliss of better clothing, current demand far exceeds supply, with “man-made” bamboo blends causing the greatest stir. I don’t believe we can grow enough biomass to satisfy our society’s appetite for apparel sustainably, especially with existing laws and lobbies preventing cultivation of a plant as sustainable as industrial hemp. (#28)  The theme of your conference and the wealth of knowledge represented here demonstrates we needn’t try to do so.  I’m intrigued and excited to know about the possibilities of how responsible product design and manufacturing along with green chemistry can add value and quality to our lives and help meet sustainability objectives by playing a greater role in the production of apparel. I’d be the first to step up and contribute what I’ve learned about apparel that exceeds people’s expectations, and invite green chemistry to fool and seduce me with “man-made” fibers that outperform the best we’ve known and sold. 
(#29) I never imagined the impact a T-Shirt could make, until I experienced blends of hemp and bamboo with organic cotton.  After over a decade of showing, telling and selling eco-fashion, I applied what I’d learned about what our customers describe as their “best investment in clothing”, to offer better, more comfortable promotional apparel that was sustainably manufactured. 

(#30)  Today, Clothing Matters products work as tangible threads that connect individuals in a business or organization, sporting logos on the most comfortable and intriguing pieces of apparel our customers have ever worn. The unexpectedly delightful layer of sustainability has proven to generate better returns on marketing dollars for our corporate and non-profit clients. 
(#31) Clothes can reduce your carbon footprint.
What are you wearing? 
Are your clothes generating carbon credits by reducing your carbon footprint? 
(#32)  Imagine the carbon offset credits for putting your logo on sustainably manufactured apparel that delivers greater comfort, pride and even intrigue, and gets worn more often, with greater pleasure for you, your crew, and your customers.
(#33) One of our clients introduced the nation’s first sustainably manufactured exhibit solution. “EcoSystems” received an unprecedented unanimous decision from judges for #1 buyers choice…The product was celebrated with their logo on our shirts that their customers reported to be “the most comfortable shirt we own.”  
Imagine the board room and dinner table, science and social studies discussions about what green chemistry and sustainable manufacturing helped develop for you to wear and put your logo on.
(#34) What are the triple bottom line elements we look for in specifying product?
(#35)  Quality and Value Added Product created with respect for People and the Planet…
(#36)  Regard for Equity, Ecology and Economy…People, Planet, and Profit…   
(#37) through Pollution Prevention, Waste Reduction, Resource Conservation, & Rewarding Returns on Investment
(#38)  What is our wish list for qualities of a fiber or product supplier? 

(#39)  Intention, inspiration, ingenuity and integrity, resulting in product that satisfies customers who are encouraged to engage in conscious commerce that promises more rewarding returns on their investment…40  Products that comfort & perform beyond expectation.
(#41)  How do we "measure" sustainable initiatives from a supplier perspective? 
(#42)  We partner with those who imagine and invent resourceful and responsible practices and policies that respect people and the planet while creating profit. 
Having focused on natural fibers, we invest in those who imagine and realize the myriad ways in which a triple bottom line can be met in growing, processing, designing, and manufacturing fibers into high quality apparel.   These include: selection of seed; cultivation and harvest of crops; dyeing and other treatment of fibers; manufacturing; packaging; and the conditions that affect people’s health and quality of life throughout the supply chain. I am encouraged and fascinated by the research and development that has been done and is waiting to be done with synthetics, and hope to contribute to the process and bringing the rewards to the public.  
A significant measure of sustainable product for Clothing Matters is the design and styling of products that rival our customers’ existing favorites.  (#43) We offer low maintenance products styled to easily dress up and down to simplify our customers’ lifestyle. We choose fabrics that deliver comfort throughout the seasons with breathable, temperature versatile fabrics that easily hold their place in a suitcase and up front in the closet. 
We know that the more our customers know about what we offer and why, the better off we all are.  We encourage our customers to expect the best return on investment they’ve ever had from clothing…We invite customers to see if our products can take the place of two others that may tempt them to part with precious dollars, and to let us know how the product performs. A big return on our investment comes back to us in the form of reviews from customers over twelve years in the industry of sustainably manufactured apparel who have put our product to their best test—on their body, in their busy lives. They all think they are our best advertisement, and they’re right! 
After getting “in trouble” with great impressions that prompt so many (including myself) to appreciate and purchase 3 times more than expected, our customers return without regret, inspired to share what we offer with their friends and family. Though Grand Rapids, MI is not a likely place for a world-class collection of eco-fashion, Clothing Matters was, early on, a destination for customers who traveled 3 hours from Chicago and Ann Arbor for uniquely value-added products and the unexpectedly delightful experience of discovering them. They came for the product that inspired and held our own interest. We worked hard to acquire and proudly serve up the best product to people who visited annually from San Francisco, Seattle, Boston and Washington D.C. to spend their apparel dollars at Clothing Matters in Grand Rapids, MI.
(#44) Opportunities and Vision for the Future
(#45)   My experience has allowed me to see that the brilliance of human ingenuity abounds with desire and intention. We can be more brilliant together, creating more value at less cost to people and the planet. We can accomplish more together with less time and energy.
(#46)  People want exquisitely comfortable clothing to put on their precious bodies and decorate with their identities--corporations, colleges, universities and other non-profits.  People want to be part of the solution. 
(#47)   Most practitioners of sustainability do not wear SMA and have not had the opportunity to see how good it gets. 
(#48)  Even the USGBC was delightfully surprised: 

”…Your items were a huge success! The brown women's tee that you did for us…was probably our most popular item…Our former chairman of the board liked it so much that he actually bought a women's shirt for himself...our attendees appreciated the level of sophistication with the merchandise as well as the sustainability component.
Jim Clapes, Conference & Events Planner, U.S. Green Building Council

(#49)  Right now, demand for sustainably manufactured apparel is greater than can be met sustainably.   What can we make that is better than what has been known or imagined?
(#50)   How good can you help clothing get? 
We have unlimited opportunity to help redefine progress, coming to the table with those who have different perspectives and experience bases.  We can build capacity for positive change, charged with an enlightened flow of energy and information, inclusivity, diversity and partnership that is respectful of our eco-system’s carrying capacity. 
(#51) Thank you for the opportunity to share exploration of textiles for the future.
Marta Swain’s Bio:

Since 1996, Marta Swain, founder and owner of Clothing Matters, has helped clients of all ages and backgrounds discover how good clothing gets--showing, telling, and selling the advantages of fibers that perform beyond greatest expectation. As retailer and representative for several manufacturers leading the industry of highest quality, sustainably manufactured apparel, Swain has honed her expertise in the process of connecting people to eco-friendly product that delivers perfect comfort and practical style that improves the quality of life in an everyday act. 

Twenty years as student and consultant in sustainability, informed by how nature works, prepared Swain to help people imagine and realize how personal, social, and ecological well-being are connected, and what clothing has to do with it. Clothing Matters is a venture in “economic elective” that has resulted in a world class collection of eco-friendly apparel and accessories that rewards a diverse and discerning customer base throughout the nation. Swain owes her epiphany of awareness regarding how nature can inform business to Paul Hawken’s Ecology of Commerce and previous work. 

 

